Summary
Doctor Faustus, a German scholar, feels that traditional sciences don't satisfy him any longer and is tempted into exploring what magic can offer. Helped by two colleagues, Valdes and Cornelius, he summons Lucifer, the Devil, and is visited by his minister, Mephistopheles. Through him, he makes an agreement with the Devil: he will get twenty-four years of unlimited power in exchange for his soul. Faustus's servant, Wagner, hires an assistant for himself, Robin. Robin and his friend Rafe will try to use Faustus's books to earn benefits for themselves. Armed with unlimited knowledge and magic, Faustus visits the courts of all powerful kings and earns a reputation as the most skilful scholar in Europe. Always seconded by Mephistopheles, he visits Rome, where he plays tricks on the Pope, and the King of Germany, for whom he brings the spirits of Alexander the Great and his wife. He is ruthless to those who doubt his powers or defy him in any way. When the twenty-four years come to an end, and having tasted heaven when he kissed Helen of Troy, whom he has asked Mephistopheles to make his lover, Faustus wants to repent but, with his soul under the control of the Devil, he can't. Even though his fellow scholars want to help him, at midnight on the twenty-fourth year he is taken by Lucifer and Mephistopheles into eternal hell, while the story-teller warns the audience to learn from Faustus's downfall and see how he has failed to turn knowledge into wisdom.
Scenes 1-4:
Having had a brilliant career, Dr Faustus feels he has to decide what to do in the future. Philosophy, medicine, law and theology don't satisfy him any longer. Attracted by the secrets of magic, he decides to discuss the matter with two colleagues, Valdes and Cornelius, both well-known for practising this evil art. While he waits for them, two Angels visit him. God's Angel wants him to abandon his new plans; the Devil's Angel promises the power that comes with the knowledge of all nature's secrets. Valdes and Cornelius tempt him into exploring magic while two other scholars try to save him from his downfall.
Scenes 5 -8: Dr Faustus performs a ritual to summon the Devil and Mephistopheles, Lucifer's minister, turns up in a monstrous shape. Faustus orders him to come back with the appearance of a monk, and sends a message to Lucifer through him. He wants twenty-four years of unlimited power in exchange for his body and soul. Mephistopheles warns him that hell is painful, but Faustus seems to have made up his mind. His blood dries as he is signing an agreement with Lucifer in his own blood, but Mephistopheles warms it to make it flow again. In the meantime, Wagner, Faustus's servant, hires a poor young man, Robin, to work for him and serve the Devil. 
Background and themes
Inspired from the life of a real German scholar whose life became a popular legend soon after his death, Doctor Faustus was written towards the end of the sixteenth century. It therefore reflects the articulation between the religious medieval times that were coming to an end and the scholarly Renaissance that was gradually gaining ground.
Sometimes categorised as a heroic tragedy and sometimes as a morality play, Doctor Faustus has been published through the centuries with varied numbers of scenes and acts, and has been recreated on many occasions, outstandingly by the German poet, Goethe.
In its exploration of Faustus's life and soul, Marlowe confronts us with the following themes:
Good and evil: Faustus's choice brings to the surface the good-evil dichotomy, symbolised by the Good and Evil Angels, Heaven and Hell, God and Satan, redemption and damnation, the temptation of power on earth at the cost of losing eternal happiness in heaven and, ultimately, the dual character of human nature.
The religious medieval times and the scholarly Renaissance: Faustus's hunger for magic starts with his desire for further knowledge, which leads him into abandoning God, which suggests a confrontation between religion and knowledge.
The effect of power on people: While originally thirsty for knowledge and the unfolding of the secrets of nature and the universe, once he is given access to it Faustus uses his power to earn fame, play tricks on, or for, important personalities in Europe, and punish whoever opposes him. Power is, therefore, used to satisfy Faustus's greed and ambitions.
Hell: Different concepts of hell are explored in the play, ranging from an all-encompassing state of permanent pain to an invention to frighten children. 
Vocabulary activities
For the Word List and vocabulary activities, go to www.penguinreaders.com.
